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On the distinction between the particular imperative and the ontological 
imperative in Hans Jonas
Hiroshi TOYA
This study aims to clarify the distinction between the particular imperative and the 
ontological imperative in Hans Jonas’s thought. It also aims to reveal the role of this 
distinction in the framework of the “responsibility principle.” Hans Jonas, a twentieth-
century German Jewish philosopher, emphasizes the risks of a technological civilization and 
asserts the responsibility of the current generation to future generations in his seminal work 
The Imperative of Responsibility: In Search of an Ethics for the Technological Age. This 
work has deeply influenced the fields of bioethics and ecological ethics, but the framework 
of his ethical thought has several unclear aspects. One such aspect is how responsibility can 
be assigned to a generation without clarifying their rights and the concept of reciprocity, 
because a generation that is not yet born does not have rights and there is no reciprocity 
between the present and future generations. To resolve this problem, Jonas attempts to 
explain the foundation of responsibility with a duplication of types of the imperative ― 
using both particular and ontological aspects. Prior studies on Jonas have overlooked 
the duplication of the imperative. In contrast, this study proposes the hypothesis that the 
distinction in the double imperatives plays a constitutive role in Jonas’s thought. Further, 
this study proves the hypothesis by analyzing The Imperative of Responsibility.
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